CHAPTER FIFTY-EIGHT
THE 'NATIONAL"  GOVERNMENT IN OFFICE
In the previous pages, it has been set forth that the most
significant single act of MacDonald's life was his great
renunciation of August 1931. Of that act there are two directly
contrary opinions. One is that it was an act of heroic self-
sacrifice 'on the part of the Prime Minister. He had declared
that the Government of which he was the head had brought
the country to such a pass that a new Government must be
set up at once, and that the finances of the country, of which
Snowden had had absolute control, were in such a mess that
a new policy was imperative. He declared, too, that it was
with great sorrow and reluctance that he castigated his late
colleagues. In fact, it hurt him more than it hurt them. The
other opinion was that MacDonald had deliberately renounced
principles which he had professed for a lifetime and that he
had done so for the purpose of gaining and retaining power
and political fame.
This act took place nearly seven years ago. It is, therefore,
possible now, with the facts before us, to come to a conclusion
as to which opinion is true. By their fruits ye shall know them.
In the first place, the c National' Government began with an
explanation from MacDonald that it was to tide over a special
emergency, that the nation was to regard it as but an expedient
of short duration. Each party to the compact was to retain its
individual character; and it was to go its own way again
when once the emergency had passed. He maintained the
necessity of preserving the Party system. He was still, he
declared, a Labour man, and nobody could sever him from
his allegiance to his Socialist principles.
The one point at issue in August 1931 was whether a balanced
Budget was to be made by sacrifice from the rich or by sacrifice
by the poor. MacDonald then made his choice.
* He decided/ says Professor Laski, * to throw in Ms lot
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